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Abstract 
Research carried out by the author in the U.S shows that the training philosophy prevailing in the competency-based professional 
development practice of civil service target groups facilitates a learning environment that reinforces the learner-centered and 
problem-oriented experiential learning in which a wide range of interactive methods and techniques is applied. Methods, relevant 
at all stages of the experiential learning cycle, ensure the active involvement of the learners; encourage and facilitate reflection 
and self-reflection as the major sources of learning. Professional development targeting the improvement of the work 
performance requires methods and techniques that serve the achievement of learning objectives by enhancing knowledge transfer 
and practical skill development. By presenting the research findings, the study proves the link among classroom training, 
workplace learning and personal development through methods that facilitate experiential learning. 
 
© 2013 The Authors Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved 
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1. Introduction 
For an educator, working in a country where the demand for the improvement of the efficiency of public services 
has recently been accompanied by the growing need for a competency-based approach to training public 
administration professionals, it seemed useful to seek ways of improvement by benefiting from the best practice of 
the American adult training field. If tendencies indicate a shift from the traditional law enforcement approach to 
practice-oriented competency development, as it has been in the Hungarian civil service for the past decade, the 
changes in the attitudes towards more pragmatic decision-making and problem solving processes necessarily 
generates need for revising the training methodology. It means replacing traditional approaches by new solutions 
that are in line with the expected new outcomes.The research of the author in the U.S focused on the professional 
and leadership development practice in the American civil service with a special interest in the training methods and 
techniques. Research findings show that priority is given to competency-based approaches built on competency 
models or core practices with a clear-cut emphasis on the complex development of knowledge, skills and personal 
attributes directly connected to the current or future workplace assignments and responsibilities of the participants. 
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 The results of document analysis covering 133 courses offered to federal and local government officials in 2010 
proves the significance of Leading change (included competencies: Creativity/Innovation, External awareness, 
Resilience, Strategic thinking, Vision) and Building coalitions(included competencies: Influencing/Negotiating, 
Partnering, Political savvy), as the first two most frequently targeted Executive Core Qualifications (ECQ)of the 
federal courses. Among the ICMA Practices for Effective Local Government Management Initiative, Risk taking, 
Vision, Creativity and Innovation as well as Staff effectiveness are the priority areas. Despite the wide range of 
competencies or core practices covered by the analyzed courses, the training philosophy and the methodological 
culture seem to have an overarching relevance. Training workshops are dominated by practice-oriented, interactive, 
and learner-centered approaches regardless which institution is offering the courses, the course content or the 
competencies to be developed. If the main goal is workplace application and raising the efficiency of work 
performance of public employees, no matter if the training and learning take place in a traditional classroom 
environment off the job or on the job at the workplace, the learning environment is of primary importance. 
Traditional forms of learning are supplemented by various forms of workplace learning, often because of the 
shrinking budget, which widens the dimensions of experiential learning. (Dobos, 2012) 
Beard & Wilson state that the contemporary “learning space” is going much beyond its traditional boundaries 
embracing e-learning technology, virtual discussion groups, distance education, outdoor spaces and informal 
common areas, etc. (Beard and Wilson, 2007) It is also typical of the civil service profession that experiential 
learning is reaching out to local communities covering a wide range of decision-making situations in which for 
example local officials are involved while working with and for the public. To benefit most from various learning 
situations, forms and methods of learning should be organized into a coherent system. Learners should be 
encouraged to equally utilize real-life experiences and learning activities specifically designed for the purposes of 
learning. Current study is approaching experiential learning from the perspective of the training methodology that 
can serve these dual objectives. 
1. Methodological implications of experiential learning  
Dewey, the foremost exponent of experiential learning defined experience as a linking process between action 
and thought in the interaction of people with their environments. He built his theory on the concepts of continuity 
and interaction: continuity maintains the interrelationship between the past and the future experiences, while 
interaction is the way how prior experiences interact with the current situations. Dewey’s theory of experience 
opened up new educational perspectives that have influenced several orientations to learning since then. The 
message for the educator is to respect the experiences of the learner(s) and use them as invaluable assets for future 
experiences on the one hand, and design training activities that facilitate the current experiences as sources of 
learning on the other. (Dewey, 1938/1997) 
Beard & Wilson argue that learning occurs only if we engage with the experience in a meaningful way, i.e. we 
reflect on the situations we are involved in because only such an interaction with the external environment will 
result in learning. In this engagement the previous knowledge is used to bring new meanings to an interaction. 
(Beard & Wilson, 2007) For this reason the selection of the most appropriate method is crucial. Figure 1 shows the 
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Figure 1. Dimensions influencing the learning/training process 
context in which methods and techniques operate. Any method facilitating the learning of adults can be defined as a 
way of organizing the educational activity with the purpose of attaining the established learning objectives (e.g. 
increasing knowledge, developing skills, application at the workplace, getting work experience, etc.) that contribute 
to the achievement of learning strategies through a variety of experiences (training tasks or real-life situations) 
involving the learner and the educational personnel. A technique is used to enhance the specific method.  
Kolb’s four-step learning cycle is probably the most influential model of experiential learning theory and 
practice, in which the continuity of the concrete experience, reflection, abstraction and experimentation provide a 
holistic approach involving the perceptual, affective, symbolic and behavioural aspects of learning, even if 
development does not necessarily occur in all dimensions at the same rate.(Taylor, Marienau & Fiddler, 2000, p. 23-
25) The reflective approach has been widely used in human resource development because of its suitability for 
facilitating deep approaches to learning, integrating experience into learning, and transferring learning into 
performance. Structured experiences can be utilized both in on-the-job training and in self-development. (Bonder, 
Stivers, Bouchard & Bellemare, 2011) 
The methodological approaches which proved to be typical in the researched training field are demonstrated in 
Table 1 below in relation to the stages of Kolb’ s experiential learning cycle, which highlight various options how 
educators can support the learner in the consecutive phases of learning. (Laird, 2003, p. 145-147) 
 
Table 1.Experiential Learning: Methods, Stages and Learning styles 
 
Learning/Training 
methods  
Stages of Kolb’s 
Learning Cycle 
Learning Styles 
(Honey & Mumford) 
Simulation, case study, role 
play, game, project, 
demonstration, field trip, 
benchmarking site visit, 
outdoor experience, job 
rotation, in-basket 
 
1. Concrete experience 
 
 
Activist 
Discussion, small group 
activity, buzz group, self- 
tests, designated observer, 
observational tours, reading, 
critical incident, coaching, 
counseling, mentoring, 
feedback assessment, 
workplace observation, 
networking, shadowing, 
briefing instructional films,  
2. Observation and 
reflection 
 
 
 
Reflector 
Learning 
strategies 
and 
objectives 
The adult 
learner and 
the 
educator/ 
facilitator 
Methods 
and 
Techniques 
Experience 
structured 
tasks/ real-
life 
situations  
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Sharing content, guided 
discussion, lecture, 
presentation 3. Formation of abstract 
concepts 
 
 
Theorist 
Laboratory experience, on-
the job experience, job 
rotation, internship, 
fellowship, international 
transfer, performance try-
out 
4. Testing, active 
experimentation 
 
 
 
Pragmatist 
 
Although this classification cannot grasp the full complexity of the issue, it does indicate the variety of training 
methods that meet not only the training objectives but also the needs of the learners with different learning styles as 
identified by Honey & Mumford (1992). In training groups it is an advantage to rely on the personal diversity and 
the differing strengths of the participants. Activists prefer to involve themselves in an experience first and think 
about the implications later; Theorists tend to analyse information, and develop a theory; Pragmatists make efforts 
to explore if theory works in practice and whether it can result in more effective operation; and Reflectors tend to 
collect information before reaching a conclusion. (Laird, 2003, p.34) In the following part of the study we are 
focusing on the latter, and the opportunities hidden in this approach in the civil service field. 
 
2. Facilitating reflection -using the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) 
 
CIT is an invaluable tool to encourage professionals to learn how to use in-depth reflection for better 
performance (Collins & Pieterse, 2007; Fornasier, 2008) An incident is regarded as critical if the purpose and the 
consequences of the acts are fairly clear and definite to the observer (Flanagan, 1954) For development purposes we 
can use a situation in its real complexity or we can simplify it to focus on dimensions that help understand and 
evaluate the actions and behaviours of the persons involved, as well as the external circumstances affecting them. 
They can range from routine workplace situations and work processes something that worked very well, or ended in 
failure. Being engaged in a meaningful “conversation with the situation” professionals reflect on the situations in 
action, without interrupting the activity, or on action stepping back and rethink them later (Schön, 1983, p. 295) 
 
Providing a systematic and structured approach to refection, CIT contributes to effective problem solving and 
conflict resolution. In a training situation the most authentic resources are provided by the participants themselves. 
Green & Gibbons recommend using a reflective diary to record significant situations (Greene & Gibbons, in Knasel 
et. al., 2000 Guiding questions focusing on important aspects, like concrete actions, changes, or the self-assessment 
of the person’s own behaviour can be very helpful when processing the events individually or discussing them with 
colleagues. Several multi-stage models have been created to demonstrate the consecutive stages the learners are 
guided through to facilitate learning from experience. The five stages (description, reflection, effect, alternatives, 
and learning) of John’s Model of Structured Reflection (1995) gradually shift the focus from the self to the external 
factors, thus deepening the reflective attitude from descriptive (taking account of events) through dialogic/analytic 
(searching for reasons and alternatives) to critical reflection (evaluating in a larger social, political, economic, etc. 
context). The latter is regarded as the most effective for learning and development. (Moon, 2004) Gibb’s six-stage 
cycle (1998) (description, feelings and thoughts, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, action plan) pays special attention 
to the emotional attitudes, and the evaluation phase (Knasel, Meed&Rosetti, 2000) It was our intention, as indicated 
in Figure 2, to adapt these widely used traditional models to the specific training needs of civil service professionals.  
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Figure 2 The reflective cycle for professional development  
 
Their decisions are strongly influenced by political and socio-economic circumstances, and also exposed to the 
diverging interests of stakeholders within the larger and smaller communities. At a municipality the critical 
situations often relate for example to basic changes affecting the local community, the growing complexity of tasks; 
the increasing financial constraints on local government operation, the development of services; the effects of global  
economic problems; the consequences of higher level decisions on local government policies and management; 
growing citizen expectations concerning the quality of local services; citizen engagement; cooperation between the 
political decision-makers and the professional management; strategic management and excellence (Banovetz, 1998) 
It is important to define what factors might limit the municipality’s control of a problem; how different 
alternatives would affect the municipality and the public, what kind of ethical consequences they would have, or if 
an action is in line with the mission and the interests of the community (Altenburger, 2002) To reflect these aspects 
in our cycle a separate stage is given to the Reflection on the external environment; the Analysis of the alternatives 
covers the possible outcomes and risks, as well as the ethical implications. Learning and change are closely 
connected, which highlights the importance of change as a result of learning and learning as the capacity of the 
individual and the community for change. Evaluation in a way appears at each stage of the process, however, 
putting it as a separate step at the end of the cycle reinforces that the ultimate goal of the reflective practice is 
learning from experience, drawing the lesson and improving future performance. Future actions bring about new 
situations in which the reflective process generates a new spiralling cycle resulting in new learning built on the 
previous experience. 
3. Conclusion 
Reflective practice is essential where professionals are required to meet standards, and participate in credentialing 
processes like the ICMA Credentialed Manager Program for local government managers. The multi-rater 
assessment, participants undergo to define the areas for development, is built on self-assessment and feedback from 
managers and colleagues, which itself assumes the ability of professionals to reflect on their own strengths and 
weaknesses and those of their co-workers. By using reflective techniques creatively and flexibly, as well as adapting 
them to the concrete situations, a practice can be developed that raises self-awareness, professional confidence, 
emotional intelligence, and the ability to see professional problems in a broader context. However, it requires 
1. Description 
of the 
situation 
2.  
Reflection on 
personal 
feelings and 
actions 
3.  
Reflection on 
the 
environment, 
external effects 
and interests 
4.  
Analysis of 
the 
alternatives 
outcomes, 
riks, ethical 
issues 
5.  
Learning and 
change 
6. 
Evaluation- 
and ways of  
future 
improvement 
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tolerance openness to change and readiness to overcome the constraints of routines and beliefs that might be 
questioned in the course of the reflective process. Experiential learning taking place in interactive training 
workshops reinforces the reflective practice and learning from experience on the job. 
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